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Semiconductor devices and methods for forming the same in 
which damages to a low-k dielectric layer therein can be 
reduced or even prevented are provided. A semiconductor 
device is provided, comprising a Substrate. A dielectric layer 
with at least one conductive feature therein overlies the sub 
strate. An insulating cap layer overlies the top Surface of the 
low-k dielectric layer adjacent to the conductive feature, 
wherein the insulating cap layer comprises metal ions. 

8 Claims, 4 Drawing Sheets 
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FIG. 1 (RELATED ART) 

FIG. 2 (RELATED ART) 
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1. 

SEMCONDUCTOR DEVICE AND METHOD 
FOR FORMING THE SAME 

BACKGROUND 

The present invention relates to semiconductor fabrication, 
and in particular to semiconductor devices in which damages 
to a low-k dielectric layer therein can be reduced or even 
prevented and methods for forming the same. 

Reduction of integrated circuit size has resulted in levels of 
electrically conductive interconnects being placed closer 
together vertically, as well as reduction of the horizontal 
spacing between the electrically conductive interconnects, 
Such as metal lines, on any particular level of Such intercon 
nects. As a result, capacitance has increased between Such 
conductive portions, resulting in loss of speed and increased 
cross-talk. One proposed approach to solve this problem of 
high capacitance is to replace the conventional silicon oxide 
(SiO2) dielectric material, having a dielectric constant (k) of 
about 4.0, with another insulation material having a lower 
dielectric constant to thereby lower the capacitance. 

Unfortunately, low-k dielectric materials have characteris 
tics that make it difficult to integrate into existing integrated 
circuit structures and processes. Compared to the conven 
tional silicon dioxide (SiO), the low-k materials, due to the 
inherent properties thereof, typically have disadvantages 
Such as low mechanical strength, high moisture absorption, 
poor adhesion, and instable stress level. Thus, replacement of 
conventional silicon dioxide (SiO) with low-k dielectric 
material in integrated circuit processes or structures becomes 
problematic, resulting in undesirable reliability problems due 
to physical damage to the low-k materials. 

FIGS. 1-4 are cross sections showing fabrication steps of a 
conventional damascene process for forming interconnects, 
illustrating occurrence of undesired low-k dielectric damage 
therein. 

In FIG. 1, a silicon Substrate having semiconductor devices 
and/or other existing conductive features is provided with a 
low-k dielectric layer 10 thereon, with only the low-k dielec 
tric layer 10 illustrated here for simplicity. The low-k dielec 
tric layer 10 comprises low-k dielectric with an inherent 
dielectric constant less than that of undoped silicon dioxide 
(about 4.0). 
The low-k-dielectric layer 10 is then processed by, for 

example, a conventional single damascene process to form a 
plurality of openings op, filled by a bulk copper layer 14 
formed thereon. A diffusion barrier layer 12, such as a tanta 
lum nitride (TaN) layer, is conformably formed between the 
low-k dielectric layer 10 and the bulk copper layer 14 to 
prevent dopants or metalions in the bulk copper layer 14 from 
diffusing into the low-k dielectric layer 10. 

In FIG. 2, a first chemical mechanical polishing (CMP) is 
performed to remove the portion of the bulk copper layer 14 
above the diffusion barrier layer 12 and stops on the diffusion 
barrier layer 12, leaving the copper layer 14a in the openings 
op. 

Next, in FIG.3, a second CMP is performed to remove the 
portion of the diffusion barrier layer 12 over the top surface of 
the low-k dielectric layer 10 and stops on the low-k dielectric 
layer 10. 

Next, in FIG. 4, a third CMP is performed to polish the 
low-k dielectric layer 10, removing a portion of the low-k 
dielectric layer 10 to prevent conductive residue of the diffu 
sion barrier layer 12 and/or the bulk conductive layer 14a 
from remaining on the top surface of the low-k dielectric layer 
10, forming a plurality of conductive features S in the low-k 
dielectric layer 10. Each conductive feature S comprises a 

10 

15 

25 

30 

35 

40 

45 

50 

55 

60 

65 

2 
diffusion barrier layer 12a and a copper layer 14a which may 
function as an interconnect, such as contact plug or conduc 
tive line. 
Due to inherently poor mechanical strength of the low-k 

material, the low-k dielectric layer 10 is damaged and low 
ered to a depth d1 of more than 200 A below the top surface 
of the remaining copper layer 14a during the described sec 
ond and third CMP processes, thus forming interconnects 
with an uneven surface conformation, as shown in FIG. 4. The 
uneven Surface conformation of the formed interconnects 
makes it undesirable for Substantial fabrication processes and 
may cause reliability problems in completed semiconductor 
devices. 

Semiconductor devices and methods for forming the same 
in which damages to a low-k dielectric layer therein can be 
reduced or even prevented are provided. An exemplary 
method for forming semiconductor devices is provided, com 
prising providing a dielectric layer with at least one opening 
therein. A conductive barrier layer is formed over the dielec 
tric layer and the opening. The opening is filled by a conduc 
tor over the conductive barrier layer. The exposed portion of 
the conductive barrier layer is converted into a substantially 
insulating film. 

Another method for forming semiconductor devices is pro 
vided, comprising providing a low-k dielectric layer with at 
least one opening therein. A conductive diffusion barrier layer 
is conformably formed over the low-k dielectric layer and the 
opening, wherein the conductive diffusion barrier layer has a 
thickness less than 10 A. A conductive layer is formed over 
the low-k dielectric layer, filling the opening. The portion of 
the conductive layer above the low-k dielectric layer and the 
portion of the diffusion barrier over the low-k dielectric layer 
are removed thereby exposing the top surface of the low-k 
dielectric layer and forming at least one conductive feature. 

In addition, a semiconductor device is provided, compris 
ing a substrate. A low-k dielectric layer with at least one 
conductive feature therein overlies the substrate. An insulat 
ing cap layer overlies the top surface of the low-k dielectric 
layer adjacent to the conductive feature, wherein the insulat 
ing cap layer comprises metal ions. 
A detailed description is given in the following embodi 

ments with reference to the accompanying drawings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

The invention can be more fully understood by reading the 
Subsequent detailed description and examples with reference 
made to the accompanying drawings, wherein: 

FIGS. 1-4 are cross sections showing fabrication steps of 
a-conventional damascene Scheme for forming interconnects, 
illustrating undesired dielectric damages; and 

FIGS. 5-6. are cross sections showing fabrication steps of 
a method for forming semiconductor devices according to an 
embodiment of the invention. 

FIGS. 7-8. are cross sections showing fabrication steps of 
a method for forming semiconductor devices according to 
another embodiment of the invention. 

DESCRIPTION 

In this specification, expressions such as “overlying the 
substrate”, “above the layer', or “on the film simply denote 
a relative positional relationship with respect to the surface of 
the base layer, regardless of the existence of intermediate 
layers. Accordingly, these expressions may indicate not only 
the direct contact of layers, but also, a non-contact state of one 
or more laminated layers. In addition, by use of the term “low 
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dielectric constant” or “low-k' herein, is meant a dielectric 
constant (k value) which is less than the dielectric constant of 
a conventional silicon oxide. Preferably, the dielectric con 
stant of the low-k is less than about 4.0. 

FIGS. 5-6 are cross sections showing fabrication steps of a 
method for forming semiconductor devices, wherein conven 
tional physical damage to a dielectric layer therein is pre 
vented. 

In FIG. 5, a semiconductor substrate, for example a silicon 
Substrate, having semiconductor devices and/or other exist 
ing conductive lines, is provided with a dielectric layer 100 
thereon, with only the dielectric layer 100 illustrated here for 
simplicity. The dielectric layer 100 preferably comprises a 
low-k dielectric with an inherent dielectric constant less than 
that of undoped silicon dioxide (about 4.0). Examples of 
low-k dielectrics are carbon-doped silicon dioxide, fluori 
nated silicate glass (FSG), organic polymeric thermoset 
materials, silicon oxycarbide, SiCOH dielectrics, fluorine 
doped silicon oxide, spin-on glasses, silsesquioxane, benzo 
cyclobutene (BCB)-based polymer dielectrics and any silicon 
containing low-k dielectric. Preferably, the low-k dielectrics 
of dielectric layer 100 are filled with pores to form a porous 
low-k with a total porosity, or void fraction of about 15-25% 
for further lowering the inherent k value thereof. For com 
parison, material without pores has a total porosity of Zero. 
The dielectric layer 100 is then processed by, for example, 

a conventional single damascene process to form a plurality 
of openings op with a bulk conductive layer 104 thereon, 
filling the openings op. A diffusion barrier layer 102 conform 
ably formed between the low-k dielectric layer 100 and the 
bulk conductive layer 104 prevents conductive dopants or 
metal ions of the bulk conductive layer 104 from diffusing 
into the low-k dielectric layer 100. Normally, the diffusion 
barrier layer 102 comprises electrically conductive material 
such as tantalum nitride (TaN) or the like. The diffusion 
barrier layer 102 can be formed by physical vapor deposition 
(PVD) such as sputtering at a thickness of about 300 A. 
normally between 100-500 A. The bulk conductive layer 104 
may comprise, for example, copper or tungsten and is formed 
by methods such as electroplating or electroless plating. 

In FIG. 6, a planarization process (not shown) such as CMP 
or electropolishing is then performed to remove the portion of 
the bulk conductive layer 104 above the diffusion barrier 
layer 102 and stops on the diffusion barrier layer 102, leaving 
the conductive layer 104a in the openings OP. The electropol 
ishing process can be, for example, an electrolysis process. 
Next, a treatment 106 is performed on the portion of the 
diffusion barrier layer 102 and the conductive layer 104a near 
the top surface for converting thereof into insulating dielec 
trics, forming a cap layer 108 overlying the top portion of the 
dielectric layer 100 and a plurality of underlying conductive 
features S in the dielectric layer 100. Each conductive feature 
S comprises a conductive layer 104a surrounded by a diffu 
sion barrier layer 102a and may function as a conductive line 
or a contact plug. The portion of the cap layer 108 formed over 
conductive features S may be further defined and partially or 
entirely removed in sequential fabrication steps to thereby 
provide connections to devices formed thereon, leaving the 
portion of the cap layer substantially overlying the dielectric 
layer 100 between the conductive features (not shown). 

In the treatment 106, a plasma comprising reactants such as 
N, O, or combination thereof and the like is used to treat the 
exposed portion of the diffusion barrier layer 102 and the 
conductive layer 104a at a power of about 0-250 watts (W) 
and a pressure of about 0.5-10 torr for conversion to a cap 
layer 108 of dielectric material. Gas flows of the reactants 
used in the treatment can be respectively between, for 
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4 
example, 10 sccm and 100 sccm when using N and O2. The 
cap layer 108 can function as an etch stop layer (ESL) for 
sequential processes. Therefore, the cap layer 108 is trans 
formed to a dielectric layer to thereby insulate the adjacent 
conductive features S. The cap layer may comprise nitride, 
oxide, or oxynitride of an metal or metal compound which 
depending to materials used in the diffusion barrier layer and 
the reactants used in the treatment 106. Also, the cap layer 
may comprise metal ions of a trance amount about 10 A or 
less since the diffusion barrier layer always comprises metal. 
Compared with the convention damascene process illus 

trated in FIGS. 1-4, two CMP steps are omitted in this 
example, reducing additional costs for planarizing the diffu 
sion barrier layer and dielectric layer, especially when using 
low-k dielectrics. In addition, dielectric damage to the under 
lying dielectric layer 100 caused by described CMP processes 
when using low-k dielectrics is also prevented, thus leaving 
the dielectric layer 100 with a substantially planar conforma 
tion. Reliability of the conductive features S is ensured and an 
easier and more cost-effective method for forming intercon 
nects is provided. 

FIGS. 7-8 are cross sections showing fabrication steps of 
another method for forming semiconductor devices, wherein 
occurrence of undesirable dielectric layer damage therein is 
reduced. 

In FIG. 7, a semiconductor substrate such as a silicon 
Substrate, having semiconductor devices and/or other exist 
ing conductive lines, is provided with a dielectric layer 200 
thereon, with only the dielectric layer 200 illustrated here for 
simplicity. The dielectric layer 200 preferably comprises a 
low-k dielectric with an inherent dielectric constant less than 
that of the undoped silicon dioxide (about 4.0). Examples of 
low-k dielectrics are the same as the dielectric layer 100 and 
not mentioned here again, for simplicity. 
The dielectric layer 200 is then processed by, for example, 

a conventional single damascene process to form openings 
op, filled by a bulk conductive layer 204 thereon. A diffusion 
barrier layer 202 conformably between the dielectric layer 
200 and the bulk conductive layer 204 prevents conductive 
dopants or metal ions of the bulk conductive layer 204 from 
diffusing into the dielectric layer 200. Normally, the diffusion 
barrier layer 202 comprises electrically conductive material 
such as tantalum nitride (TaN). Here, the diffusion barrier 
layer 204 is formed by atomic layer deposition (ALD) and has 
a thickness of less than 10 A, preferably between 2-8 A.The 
bulk conductive layer 204 may comprise, for example, copper 
or tungsten and is formed by methods such as electroplating 
or electroless plating. 

In FIG. 8, CMP (not shown) is then performed to remove 
the portion of the bulk conductive layer 204 above the diffu 
sion barrier layer 202 and stops on the dielectric layer 200, 
thereby leaving the conductive layer 204a in the openings OP. 
Each conductive feature S comprises a conductive layer 204a 
surrounded by a diffusion barrier layer 202a and can function 
as a conductive line or a contact plug. 

Unlike convention damascene process illustrated in FIGS. 
1-4, only a single CMP process is performed in this example 
and two CMP steps are omitted, reducing additional costs for 
planarizaing the diffusion barrier layer and the low-k dielec 
tric layer. In addition, dielectric damage to the underlying 
dielectric layer 200 caused by CMP can be reduced to a depth 
d2 less than 100 A below the top surface of the remaining 
conductive layer 204a, leaving an Substantially plane Surface 
conformation, as shown in FIG.8. This is especially desired 
when the dielectric layer 200 using low-k dielectrics. The 
substantially planar surface conformation of the formed 
semiconductor devices makes it desirable for substantial fab 
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rication processes. Reliability of the conductive features S is 
ensured and an easier and more cost-effective method for 
forming interconnects is provided. 
The described methods for forming semiconductor devices 

like interconnects in which damages to a dielectric layer 
therein is reduced or even prevented are illustrated in a single 
damascene scheme but not restricted thereto, the described 
methods are also applicable for dual damascene scheme or 
other schemes known by those skilled in the art. 

While the invention has been described by way of example 
and in terms of preferred embodiment, it is to be understood 
that the invention is not limited thereto. To the contrary, it is 
intended to cover various modifications and similar arrange 
ments (as would be apparent to those skilled in the art). 
Therefore, the scope of the appended claims should be 
accorded the broadest interpretation so as to encompass all 
Such modifications and similar arrangements. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A method for forming a semiconductor device, compris 

ing: 
providing a dielectric layer with at least one opening 

therein; 
forming a conductive barrier layer over the dielectric layer 

and the opening; 
filling the opening by a conductor over the conductive 

barrier layer, wherein a top surface of the conductor is 
coplanar with a top surface of the conductive barrier 
layer; and 
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6 
converting a portion of the conductive barrier layer above 

the dielectric layer and a portion of the conductor above 
the dielectric layer into an Substantially insulating film, 
wherein the Substantially insulating film is a planar thin 
film overlying the top surface of the dielectric layer and 
the conductor, and a bottom surface of the substantially 
insulating film physically contacts the top surface of the 
dielectric layer and the conductor. 

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the portion of the con 
ductive barrier layer above the dielectric layer and the portion 
of the conductor above the dielectric layer are converted by a 
plasma comprising N, O or combination thereof. 

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the dielectric layer is 
provided with a plurality of openings filled with a plurality of 
isolated conductors formed therein. 

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the dielectric layer has 
a dielectric constant less than 4.0. 

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the dielectric layer 
comprises porous low-k materials. 

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the conductive barrier 
layer comprises tantalum nitride (TaN). 

7. The method of claim 6, wherein the tantalum nitride is 
formed by physical vapor deposition (PVD) to a thickness of 
about 100-500 A. 

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the conductor comprises 
copper or tungsten. 


